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Artefacts and the World Around Them 
Teacher’s Notes   
Learning about Context  

The following lesson plan is to be used as a post-visit activity as some of the following ideas will be 
introduced during the programs. The purpose of this activity is to expand upon the important ideas of 
context introduced during the program by using an imaginary archaeological site scenario.  

Context includes everything to do with the environment in which an artefact is found, including the 
site where it is found, the matrix (type of soil) it is found in, which artefacts are found nearby or with 
the object, and any other important features of the object’s location.  

Activity #1  
This first activity looks at the location of objects in relation to each other and what that might mean to 
an archaeologist.  

Activity #2  
Looks at the stratigraphy of a site and the meaning of an artefact’s location as you go further below 
the ground surface. 

Students are encouraged to be creative with their ideas or hypotheses. Included below are some 
suggested answers to the activity questions.  

Activity #1 - Questions:  

• Q: Look at the location of the artefacts in the picture. 
• Q: Which artefacts were found close together? 

• Q: Why do you think they were close together?  

The animal bones are close together suggesting that an animal (or several) may have died there. 
The projectile point stuck in one of the bones suggests that that may have been the weapon that 
killed the animal.  

The pottery is close together perhaps to indicate a kitchen or home area of the site. It might also 
represent a storage area (perhaps the food is sealed in the pottery and then buried for safekeeping).  

The clamshells, broken projectile point, and broken cup are also found close together, likely 
indicating a garbage or refuse area. The shells would be the leftover garbage from meals of shellfish 
and the broken tools would likely be of no further use to the people who made or used them.  

 

 

http://www.museumofvancouver.ca/


 

MOV | Museum of Vancouver – 1100 Chestnut Street, Vancouver, BC, V6J 3J9  

 T: 604-736-4431 /  F: 604-736-5417 

 

2 

Artefacts and the World Around Them 
Teacher’s Notes   

• Q: Which artefacts were found far apart?  
• Q: Why do you think they were far apart?  

The three groups mentioned in the above question are found far apart from each other. 

This could suggest a simple sectioning off of the village or settlement into a hunting area, a garbage 
dump, and a storage or kitchen area.  

The shell necklace is also found far apart from everything else. This may be because it was 
accidentally lost or perhaps it was buried on purpose (hidden for safekeeping).  

The doll is also found far apart from everything else. This may be because it was accidentally lost.  

• Q: Circle the objects you think people in the past accidentally lost.  
• Q: Why did you choose those particular objects?  

These objects would probably include the shell necklace and the doll. Students may choose other 
objects. 

 Make sure the students give reasons for their choices.  

• Q: Put a box around the objects you think people threw out on purpose. 
• Q: Why did you choose those particular objects?  

These objects would probably include the clamshells, the broken projectile point and broken cup. 
Students may choose other objects. Make sure the students give reasons for their choices.  

• Q: Can you think of any other reasons why these objects might have been left or buried in 
the ground?  

Some might have been hidden for safekeeping, some might have been used as underground 
storage, some might have been buried as part of a ceremony or religious belief, etc.  

 
There are potentially thousands of answers to this question; encourage the students to come up with 
as many ideas as possible.  
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Artefacts and the World Around Them 
Teacher’s Notes   

• Q: Try to develop your own theory or “story” of the people who lived at this site based on the 
artefacts and their locations.  

This question gives students the chance to combine all the information in the above five questions to 
try to create a theory of what happened at the site in the past. There is no one correct answer here; 
encourage the students to use the known evidence creatively in developing their own personal 
version of the story.  

Activity #2 - Questions:  

• Q: Look closely at the stratigraphic profile.  
• Q: Which layers and/or artefacts do you think are the oldest? 

• Q: Why?  

Layer D is likely the oldest, then Layer C, Layer B, and finally Layer A. Therefore, the oldest artefacts 
are likely to be the projectile points and animal bones, then the clay cup and bowl. Stratigraphy is 
layers of earth that build up over time. Therefore, the oldest layers are going to be the ones laid 
down first (i.e. the ones at the bottom). Thus, it is likely that the artefacts found in the oldest layers 
would be the oldest artefacts.  

• Q: Which layers and/or artefacts do you think are the newest? 

• Q: Why?  

Layer A is the newest, then B, then C, and finally Layer D. This is for the same reasons mentioned 
above. Students may also realize this based on the artefacts found (Barbie dolls and Coke bottles 
tend to be newer than projectile points and clay pots).  

• Q: Which artefacts do you think are the most useful for dating the site? 

• Q: Why?  

This question may encourage a large number of answers. Obviously, the Coke bottle can be used to 
date the site as the drink Coke has only been around for a certain period of time. The same can be 
said of the Barbie doll. Any of the other artefacts could also be examined and potentially dated 
(according to style, the materials they are made of, etc.)  

The coins are likely the most useful dating tool, however, as they usually have the exact year they 
were made stamped right on them.  
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Artefacts and the World Around Them 
Teacher’s Notes   

• Q: What changes do you see in the types of artefacts you find as you come closer to the 
ground surface?  

You can see an obvious change in the types of artefacts as you move up to the ground surface. 
Projectile points give way to clay pots and cups, which eventually give way to more historic objects, 
such as glass beads and metal coins. Eventually this gives way to modern objects, such as Barbie 
dolls and Coke bottles.  

• Q: What might these changes mean?  

Again, for this question, there are numerous potential answers. For example, the change from 
projectile points to pottery could suggest a change in the technology being used or a change in the 
types of food eaten or the environment the people live in. It could also suggest the presence of a 
different group of people. The introduction of the British coin and the glass beads could indicate the 
presence of Europeans and the idea of trade between different cultures, or simply a change in the 
culture’s technology again. Finally, the presence of the Barbie doll and the Coke bottle suggests a 
more modern stage of culture, likely within the last 50-100 years.  

• Q: Can you think of any reasons why artefacts might have moved around after being buried? 
How would these disturbances affect an archaeologist’s understanding of a site?  

There are many things that affect artefacts, even once they are buried under the ground. For 
example, earthworms moving around in the ground can move artefacts around, as can larger, 
burrowing animals such as rabbits or moles. Erosion of the ground surface can move objects 
around. In heavily-forested areas, tree roots can disturb the soil and break up groups of artefacts. In 
colder climates, the perpetual freezing and thawing of the ground can cause objects to shift around 
and slowly rise to the ground surface. Natural disasters like earthquakes and floods can also be 
responsible for moving artefacts. And, of course, pothunters may have been digging in the area, 
looking for artefacts to sell, and disturbing the artefacts that they end up leaving behind.  

All of these events affect an archaeologist’s understanding of a site as the location of an object in 
relation to other artefacts and features is important. As seen in Activity #1 and #2, the location of an 
object can help tell the story of how the people lived in the past. If the objects get moved around, the 
archaeologist may have an inaccurate theory of the past.  
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Artefacts and the World Around Them 
Teacher’s Notes   
 

• Try to develop your own theory or “story” of the people who lived at this site based on the 
stratigraphy and objects found.  

Again, this question gives students the chance to combine all the information in the above 6 
questions to try to create a theory of what happened at the site in the past. 

There is no one correct answer here; encourage the students to use the known evidence creatively 
in developing their own personal version of the story.  
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